Graduate Theses, Dissertations, and Problem Reports
2017

Parental Socialization of Child Gratitude and Links to Child
Outcomes
Boglarka K. Vizy

Follow this and additional works at: https://researchrepository.wvu.edu/etd

Recommended Citation
Vizy, Boglarka K., "Parental Socialization of Child Gratitude and Links to Child Outcomes" (2017). Graduate
Theses, Dissertations, and Problem Reports. 6877.
https://researchrepository.wvu.edu/etd/6877

This Thesis is protected by copyright and/or related rights. It has been brought to you by the The Research
Repository @ WVU with permission from the rights-holder(s). You are free to use this Thesis in any way that is
permitted by the copyright and related rights legislation that applies to your use. For other uses you must obtain
permission from the rights-holder(s) directly, unless additional rights are indicated by a Creative Commons license
in the record and/ or on the work itself. This Thesis has been accepted for inclusion in WVU Graduate Theses,
Dissertations, and Problem Reports collection by an authorized administrator of The Research Repository @ WVU.
For more information, please contact researchrepository@mail.wvu.edu.

Parental Socialization of Child Gratitude and Links to Child Outcomes

Boglarka K. Vizy, M.A.

Thesis submitted to the
Eberly College of Arts and Sciences
at West Virginia University
in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the degree of

Master of Science
in
Psychology

Amy Gentzler, Ph.D. Chair
Aaron Metzger, Ph.D.
Amy Root, Ph.D.

Department of Psychology

Morgantown, West Virginia
2018

Keywords: children, gratitude socialization, depression, well-being, social skills
Copyright 2018 Boglarka K. Vizy

ABSTRACT
Parental Socialization of Child Gratitude and Links to Child Outcomes
Boglarka K. Vizy
Research shows that the gratitude is associated with positive mental health in both adults and
children. However, research on how gratitude is learned or socialized is limited. The goal of the
proposed study was to examine parental socialization of gratitude and its relation to children’s
gratitude to predict children’s positive affect, depressive symptoms, and social skills. A
mediation model was tested to determine if children’s gratitude explained the link between
mother socialization and child outcomes. It was expected that these indirect paths would be
stronger for older children. Participants were 95 mother-child dyads who completed a battery of
questionnaires and a video-recorded discussion task that was coded for socialization and
understanding of gratitude. Using Hayes’ PROCESS, a moderated mediation model indicated
that mother’s elaboration of gratitude during the discussion task was associated with higher
levels of communication skills for children through children’s understanding of gratitude, with
the path from children’s gratitude understanding to communication being moderated by child
age. In other words, mothers’ socialization of gratitude led to a better understanding of gratitude
for children, which then led to increased communication skills for older children specifically.
These results are important because they provide evidence for the paths through which gratitude
is socialized in children. As a result, this study may prompt further research and the development
of gratitude interventions to increase gratitude understanding in children and ultimately, the
overall well-being and social skills of individuals.
Keywords: children, gratitude socialization, depression, well-being, social skills
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Parental Socialization of Child Gratitude and Links to Child Outcomes
Gratitude has been consistently linked to a multitude of benefits for individuals such as
higher well-being, greater positive social interactions, and lower depressive symptoms (Algoe,
Fredrickson, & Gable; 2013; Algoe, Haidt, & Gable, 2008; Emmons & Mishra, 2012; Froh,
Bono, & Emmons, 2010; Froh, Miller, & Snyder, 2007; Kong, Ding, & Zhao, 2015; Wang,
Wang, & Tudge, 2015; Wood, Joseph, & Maltby; 2008a). Research on gratitude illuminates the
reasons why people should engage in grateful acts, but there is limited research on the cultivation
of gratitude. Because research addressing socialization of both positive and negative emotions
with children is plentiful (Chaplin, Cole, & Zahn-Waxler, 2005; Denham, Workman, Cole,
Weissbrod, Kendziora, & Zahn-Waxler, 2000; Fredrickson, 1998; Klimes-Dougan, Brand, ZahnWaxler, Usher, Hastings, Kendziora, Garside, 2007; Morris, Silk, Steinberg, Myers, & Robinson,
2007; & Yap, Allen, & Ladouceur, 2008), this study draws from this large literature to
understand socialization of gratitude specifically. Furthermore, research shows that gratitude is
not present in infants, but may develop as children gain social cognitive abilities and enhanced
through the socialization process carried out by parents, similiar to the socialization of emotions
as their children grow (Wang, Wang, & Tudge, 2015).
Developmental research on positive emotions indicated that feelings of appreciation and
thinking positively may develop as early as five years of age (Bamford & Lagattuta, 2012).
However, due to the complex nature of gratitude, most gratitude researchers postulate that
understanding gratitude to its full extent does not emerge until around seven years of age and
continues to increase into adolescence (Froh, Kashdan, Ozimkowski, & Miller, 2009a; Layous &
Lyubomirsky; 2014). For example, in a study assessing gratitude understanding in elementary
students, researchers measured gratitude ratings based on vignettes describing desirable versus
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undesirable gifts. Results showed that older children (fourth and fifth graders, about 9-11 years)
had higher ratings of gratitude for desirable gifts, but also for undesirable gifts (Poelker &
Kuebli, 2014). This suggests that older children understand gratitude in a different way than
younger children do (first and second graders, about 6-8 years of age). Perhaps older children
take into account more than just the likability of a gift, and understand the effort made by the
benefactor as compared to first and second graders (Poelker & Kuebli, 2014). Gratitude
expression has implications for the overall psychological adjustment of children (Froh et al.,
2010; Froh, Emmons, Card, Bono, & Wilson, 2011a; Froh, Fan, Emmons, Bono, Huebner, &
Watkins, 2011b; Tian, Hu, & Huebner, 2014) and as a result, it is important to continue research
on parental socialization of gratitude.
The current study will explore the association between parental socialization of children’s
gratitude and child outcomes, while assessing the role of children’s gratitude as a mechanism
through which this process takes place. Furthermore, age will be examined as a moderator with
the hypothesis that the mediation model will be stronger for older adolescents. Specifically, the
path from parental socialization of gratitude to children’s gratitude and subsequently the path
from children’s gratitude to child outcomes are both expected to be moderated by age. Thus, this
study can provide evidence for the developmental trajectory of gratitude and support for the
hypothesis that the understanding and expression of gratitude, especially for older adolescents is
the mechanism through which parental socialization of gratitude may lead to higher levels of
well-being, increased social skills, and lower levels of depressive symptoms.
Gratitude and its Potential Benefits
There are numerous conceptualizations of gratitude in the emotion literature. Many
definitions of gratitude have been used, ranging from descriptions of gratitude as an emotion,
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affective trait, virtue, and even a character strength (Emmons & McCullough, 2004). Perhaps
one of the first definitions of gratitude comes from Kant in the late 1700’s as he states that
gratitude means “honoring a person because of a kindness he has done on us.” (p. 5; Emmons &
McCullough, 2004). Other definitions of gratitude include “an estimate of gain coupled with the
judgment that someone else is responsible for that gain” and as an emotion “it is important that
gratitude has a positive valence: it feels good” (p. 5; Solomon, 1977 in Emmons & McCullough,
2004).
Gratitude has also been conceptualized both as a state phenomenon, as well as a
dispositional characteristic or trait phenomenon (Roberts, 2004). As a trait, an individual
practices gratitude as part of their daily life (McCullough, Emmons, & Tsang, 2002), whereas the
emotional reaction to another individual’s expression of gratitude is referred to as state (Watkins,
Van Gelder, & Frias, 2009). Gratitude as an affective trait refers to a predisposition towards
certain types of emotional states. People who score highly on measures of gratitude as a
dispositional trait tend to experience higher levels of positive effects such as happiness, vitality
and hope and low levels of negative effects such as resentment, depression and envy (Emmons &
McCullough, 2003). In line with gratitude as an enduring trait, some psychologists believe that
the moral aspect of gratitude represents gratitude as a virtue that a human being needs to flourish
or to live well (Froh et al., 2007). This is similar to the conceptualization of gratitude as a
character strength, which can be promoted and developed through the practice or cultivation of
gratitude over time (Park, Peterson, & Seligman, 2004).
Currently, gratitude is most often discussed as an emotion, most researchers agree that
gratitude is a more complex and higher-level emotion because it requires an advanced level of
cognitive input than other positive emotions such as happiness and joy (Emmons & McCullough
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2003). Furthermore, gratitude is also described as a social emotion due to the social exchange
that occurs between a benefactor and beneficiary (Emmons & McCullough, 2003). In essence,
gratitude is a relationship-strengthening emotion that involves both thought and action (Emmons
& McCullough, 2004). The action tendencies associated with gratitude include both verbal and
physical displays of gratitude, despite the fact that gratitude displays no regular or recognizable
facial expression (Emmons & McCullough, 2004). Additionally, the emotional aspect of
gratitude is extended to also encompass a learning environment (e.g., social situation,
reciprocity) for social skills (Emmons & McCullough, 2004).
For the purposes of this study, the following definition is used to convey the meaning of
gratitude. According to Emmons and McCullough (2003), “gratitude is an emotion that results
from realizing that one has obtained a positive outcome and that this outcome can be attributed to
an external source” (p. 378). Additionally, Robert Solomon stated that “being capable of and
expressing gratitude … is not just an acknowledgment of debt and an expression of humility but
is also a way to improve one’s life. One can take one’s life and its advantages for granted, but
how much better it is to acknowledge not only these advantages but one’s gratitude for them.” (p.
vii; Emmons & McCullough, 2004). Feelings of gratitude surface when people realize that a
benefactor has expended energy to benefit them (Bird & Markle, 2012; Emmons & McCullough,
2003). In other words, gratitude represents feelings of appreciation that develop as a result of
receiving gifts and benefits from others, but at the same time motivating individuals to pay it
forward, and to share these gifts and benefits with those around them (Algoe et al., 2008; Froh et
al., 2011b). Of key importance within this definition is the focus on the social exchange that
occurs between the beneficiary and the benefactor. Furthermore, this definition is relevant
because it highlights the importance of gratitude expression through the achievement of a
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positive outcome and the increase of positive emotions as a result. Consequently, individuals
who practice gratitude are better able to understand the perspective of others and therefore, are
more likely to continue the social exchange process by helping other individuals (Froh et al.,
2009b). Because gratitude is a complex emotion that may be more difficult to understand than
basic emotions (Emmons & McCullough 2003), it is important to study the socialization of
gratitude specifically to contribute to existing research on socialization of positive and negative
emotions in general.
Until recently, not much research has focused on gratitude within the field of psychology,
especially with children. However, numerous research studies show the relation between
gratitude and well-being for children and adolescents (Emmons & McCullough 2003; Froh et al.,
2009b; McCullough, Emmons, & Tsang, 2002; McCullough, Tsang, & Emmons, 2004; Tian et
al., 2014; Wood, Froh, & Geraghty, 2010). It is posited that as people learn to be more
appreciative of the world (Wood et al., 2010) they learn to build up their strengths, like gratitude,
to increase well-being (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Wood et al., 2010). Moreover,
longitudinal studies show that certain character strengths of individuals, like gratitude, are
potential predictors of global life satisfaction (Froh, Bono, Fan, Emmons, Henderson, Harris,
Leggio & Wood, 2014; Froh, Sefick, & Emmons, 2008; Ruch, Weber, Park, & Peterson, 2014;
Wood, Maltby, Gillett, Linley, & Joseph, 2008b). Additionally, research shows that emphasizing
gratitude during youth development has implications for children’s contribution to their
community and society as a whole (Froh et al., 2010). For the current study, we focus on benefits
of gratitude that center around the concepts of mental health (well-being and depressive
symptoms), and social skills.
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Regarding mental health, higher levels of gratitude in children is associated with fewer
depressive symptoms (Froh et al., 2010; Froh, et al., 2011b; Wood et al., 2008b). In one
particular study, researchers explored the relation between gratitude and depressive symptoms in
undergraduate students and found that higher gratitude at Time 1 was associated with a decrease
in depressive symptoms at Time 2, when controlling for baseline depressive symptoms (Lambert,
Fincham, & Stillman, 2012). Additionally, children who report expressing higher levels of
gratitude also report improved grades, an overall positive school experience, and lower levels of
depression (Froh et al., 2011; Wang et al., 2011). Depressive disorders are characterized by a
decrease in positive affect and a surplus of negative affect (Gross & Levenson, 1997), so
increasing gratitude expression may help reverse these emotion levels. Furthermore, the
association between gratitude and depressive symptoms was mediated by both positive framing,
a skill used to frame negative events in a better light, and by positive emotions, in line with
Fredrickson’s (2001) broaden-and-build theory (Lambert et al., 2012). Specifically, broaden and
build theory postulates that positive emotions increase or “broaden” one’s thoughts and
behaviors. Over time, this broadened mindset leads to a variety of skills and resources for that
individual (Fredrickson, 2001). For example, experiencing gratitude may promote increased
social bonds and creative ways of expressing gratitude, which in turn facilitate social resources
(e.g., increased pro-social behaviors) and psychological resources (e.g., coping skills and
optimism) vital for optimal health and well-being. According to psychologists, a key component
of happiness is said to be gratitude (Emmons & McCullough 2003; Froh & Bono, 2008). Higher
levels of gratitude help enable individuals to increase their ability to savor positive events
(Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2006) and block the expression of negative affect (McCullough et al.,
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2002). Furthermore, higher levels of dispositional gratitude are linked to greater self-esteem and
indicators of well-being in undergraduate participants (Kong et al., 2014).
Regarding social skills, gratitude is highly appreciated for its ability to support and uplift
a multitude of social relationships (Algoe, 2012; Algoe et al., 2008; Algoe et al., 2013; Bartlett &
DeSteno, 2006; Grant & Gino, 2010; Tian et al., 2014). For example, in a study assessing
benefits related to adolescent gratitude experience and expression, participants (ages 11-13) who
were more grateful provided more emotional support to others and experienced higher levels of
positive affect and social support from individuals in their support system (Froh, Yurkewicz, &
Kashdan, 2009b). In fact, their satisfaction within the domains of family, school, and peers were
significantly higher than participants who reported lower grateful moods (Froh et al., 2009b).
Additionally, individuals who practice gratitude have an increased sense of self-efficacy and
self-worth, which motivates them to engage in prosocial behavior (Grant & Gino, 2010).
Furthermore, gratitude is associated with increased communication and social skills for children
and adults (Eisenberg, Fabes, Shepard, Guthrie, Murphy, & Reiser, 1999; Emmons &
McCullough 2004; Wang et al., 2015). Specifically, in a study assessing expressions of gratitude
in Chinese and American cultures, findings indicated that American children (ages 7 to 14) who
expressed higher levels of gratitude reported higher levels of well-being and increased social
relationships (Wang et al., 2015). This finding is particularly important because the associations
between gratitude expression, well-being, and social relationships were stronger for older
adolescents, regardless of society, providing support for the theory that gratitude understanding
develops over time. Moreover, expression of gratitude may be useful for children and
adolescence with peer issues to form closer bonds with others (Froh et al., 2007). As a result,
children are liked more by their peers and can engage in positive social behaviors more often
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(Froh et al., 2007). In general, these findings are consistent with the importance of social
exchange between a beneficiary and benefactor and it is through this practice of
communication/action that children may learn to enhance their social skills and engage in more
acts of gratitude (Emmons and McCullough, 2003).
Parental Socialization of Emotions and Child Outcomes
There is an abundance of research that shows parents play a very crucial role in the
socialization of both positive and negative emotions with their children (Chaplin et al., 2005;
Denham, 1998; Eisenberg et al., 1998; Fredrickson, 1998; Gentzler et al., 2015; Morris et al.
2007; Zahn-Waxler, 2010). Specifically, parent’s frequent validation and attention to their
children’s emotions is an essential precursor to mental health (Gottman, Katz, & Hooven, 1996).
However, most of the research focuses on the socialization of negative emotions such as anger,
fear, and anxiety in order to examine adverse outcomes (Eisenberg et al., 1999; Fabes, Poulin,
Eisenberg, & Madden-Derdich, 2002; Jones, Eisenberg, Fabes, & MacKinnon, 2002; McElwain,
Halberstadt, & Volling, 2007). Investigating the socialization of positive emotions is also very
important as we see this similar trend with invalidation and dampening of children’s positive
affect (Fredrickson, 1998; Yap et al. 2008). Ineffective emotion socialization may result in the
use of maladaptive strategies and higher levels of externalizing behaviors or internalizing
problems (Katz & Hunter, 2007). Therefore, it is clear that effective emotion socialization is key
because there are significant implications for youth mental health.
Parents use a variety of methods when socializing their children’s emotions. From
research on positive and negative emotion socialization, it is found that parents often use a
simple technique of emotion discussion, where they actively participate with the child in
conversing about specific emotions (Eisenberg et al., 1998). They educate the child about what
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emotions mean, how to respond to such feelings, and utilize validation and elaboration methods
(Eisenberg et al., 1998). Additionally, parents engage in recurrent emotional talk to explain the
antecedents and consequences of emotions that children and adolescents feel (Baker, Fenning &
Crnic, 2010). Some mothers help savor their children’s positive emotions and provide emotional
support (for both positive and negative emotions) whereas others do not discuss or may have
maladaptive discussions where they invalidate or minimize children’s emotions (Eisenberg et al.,
1998; Fabes et al., 2002; Jones et al., 2002). In general, parents’ engagement in open and
validating discussion of children’s emotions is crucial because a lack of emotional support for
children may result in the failure to learn appropriate skills to sustain and strengthen positive
affect (Gottman et al., 1996; Gross & Muñoz, 1995).
Another common method of emotion socialization is observational learning, or otherwise
referred to as modeling (Bandura, 1977; Morris et al., 2007). According to the modeling
hypothesis, parents implicitly teach their children appropriate displays of emotion and ways to
manage and regulate these emotions (Morris et al., 2007). Although modeling is a popular
method of emotion socialization, it also has the potential to teach children ineffective ways to
regulate emotion. For example, if parents are displaying erratic and intense negative emotions,
children will learn to model these behaviors and are less likely to learn how to regulate emotions
effectively in general (Eisenberg et al., 1998; Gottman et al., 1996; Morris et al., 2007). As
children grow they frequently experience unfamiliar situations and look to a source of trust (i.e.,
their parents) for guidance regarding how to behave and feel in those situations. This is referred
to as social referencing, a concept closely tied to modeling (Morris et al., 2007) and another
common way children learn about emotions.
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Lastly, parents may also socialize emotions by how they respond when their children
have an emotional experience. Parents could help the child with his or her emotions, giving them
suggestions to cope or providing emotional support, or instead they could exacerbate the
situation and punish the child (Eisenberg et al., 1998; Fabes et al., 2002). One conceptualization
of adaptive parental responses is emotion coaching style, which often results in positive
outcomes for children (Gottman et al., 1996; Gus et al., 2015; Katz & Hunter, 2007; Ramsden &
Hubbard, 2002). Emotion coaching is a more complex and higher quality method of emotion
socialization (Gottman et al., 1996) where it helps children tolerate negative affect, to regulate
their emotions, and to focus social attention, which ultimately helps foster socially skilled
behavior (Gottman et al., 1996). In contrast, punitive reactions to children’s affect have been
linked to inappropriate emotion regulation strategies and overall negative outcomes (Morris et
al., 2007). Supportive parental reactions to children’s emotions are important for positive
emotions as well as negative (Gentzler, Ramsey, & Black, 2015; Katz, Shortt, Allen, Davis,
Hunter, Leve, & Sheeber, 2014; Yap et al., 2008). Overall, adaptive parental responses to
children’s emotions, including emotion coaching, is associated with less internalizing symptoms
whereas their punishing and neglectful responses are associated with emotional and behavioral
problems for children (Katz & Hunter, 2007; Klimes-Dougan et al., 2007; Stocker, Richmond,
Rhoades, & Kiang 2007).
Perhaps another avenue from which parents can learn ways to cultivate graitude is by
examining psychological interventions (Owens & Patterson, 2013; Seligman, Steen, Park, &
Peterson, 2005). For example, in a study conducted by Froh, Kashdan, Ozimkowski, and Miller
(2009a), the “gratitude visit” intervention was examined with children and adolescents aged 8 to
19. Participants in the control group wrote about a trivial event, while those in the gratitude
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condition wrote a thank-you letter they eventually read to the recipient. The findings revealed
that participants in the gratitude condition reported more gratitude and positive affect at
posttreatment (Froh et al., 2009a). In another study conducted by Froh and colleagues (2014),
children (8 to 11 years) were randomly assigned to either a control group or an experimental
group that educated children about appraisals of benefit exchanges. Children were introduced to
a benefit appraisal curriculum that induced grateful thinking (assessing aspects of benefit
appraisal such as intent, cost, and benefit). Grateful thinking was assessed with appraisal-benefit
vignettes where students visualize themselves as the main character of the story. This weekly
intervention session engendered feelings of gratitude five months later and had a significant
positive effect on children’s well-being (Froh et al., 2014). Considering this prior research, it is
clear that gratitude development is crucial during childhood (Froh et al., 2010; Froh et al., 2011a;
Froh et al., 2011b; Graham & Weiner, 1986; Tian et al., 2014) and suggests that gratitude is
malleable in youth. Thus, research on gratitude socialization may open doors for psychologists to
implement additional gratitude interventions and can add to knowledge on how parents can
promote gratitude in their children. These efforts could increase children’s level of gratitude and
potentially result in positive outcomes like greater well-being, quality of peer friendships, and
social skills (Bono, Froh, & Forrett, 2009).
Although research on the socialization of gratitude is limited, research does show that
parents are instrumental in helping their children understand the concept of gratitude and to say
‘thank you’ when appropriate (Gleason & Weintraub, 1976). Applying research on emotion
socialization more generally, some of the ways that parents could potentially socialize gratitude
with their children is through discussions that explain the concept of gratitude to their children,
engaging in appreciative behavior and talk that can be modeled by their children, and lastly,
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encouraging activities and discussion with daughters and sons that help promote gratitude
understanding and expression (Halberstadt, Langley, Hussong, Rothenberg, Coffman, Mokrova,
& Costanzo, 2016).
Because gratitude is a complex emotion and involves both emotion and action, there are
multiple components of gratitude that parents could be socializing. According to Halberstadt and
colleagues, there are three main components of gratitude: emotional, cognitive, and behavioral
(Halberstadt et al., 2016). The emotional element of gratitude encompasses the simultaneous
increase of positive feelings such as joy, happiness, and benevolence, and the decrease of
negative emotions such as sadness and resentment (Emmons & McCullough, 2003). The
cognitive element of gratitude involves an individual’s judgment or belief about the benefits
associated with a grateful act and that there is an external source (the benefactor) who is
responsible for this (Clore, Ortony, & Foss, 1987). Regarding the behavioral component of
gratitude, this can include both verbal communication, and a physical demonstration or
expression of gratitude (Emmons & McCullough, 2004). For example, an individual may thank
someone to show gratitude, but someone else could present a gift or return a favor as a
demonstration of their gratitude. However, more research is necessary to determine what types of
behaviors constitute an act of gratitude and how researchers make these decisions. Furthermore,
research has not examined which method of gratitude socialization is the most effective in
parent-child dyads. Currently, the only study examining how gratitude may be socialized was
conducted by Rothenberg and colleagues who focused on examining niche selection as a method
of socialization (Rothenberg et al., 2017). The findings of the study showed that parents often
teach their children about gratitude by involving them in activities that allow the cultivation of
gratitude such as volunteering in a soup kitchen (Rothenberg et al., 2017). However, this
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research is limited. To add to the literature, the current study applies parental emotion
socialization research to the socialization of gratitude and uses both quantitative data
(questionnaires) and qualitative data (coded discussions about gratitude) to highlight potential
ways that parents can teach their children about gratitude and whether some methods seem to
work better than others.
Research Questions and Hypotheses
Research Question 1
Do parental gratitude socialization behaviors relate to children’s level of gratitude?
Hypothesis 1a. Effective socialization of children’s gratitude during a discussion task
will be positively associated with children’s understanding and frequency of gratitude (reported
during the discussion or on a questionnaire).
Hypothesis 1b. Parents’ encouragement of children’s gratitude on a questionnaire,
assessed via mother report and child report, will be positively associated with children’s
understanding and frequency of gratitude (reported during the discussion or on a questionnaire).
Hypothesis 1c. Parents’ own understanding of gratitude, as reported on a questionnaire,
will be positively associated with children’s understanding and frequency of gratitude (reported
during the discussion or on a questionnaire).
Research Question 2
Does children’s gratitude relate to their socio-emotional functioning (depressive
symptoms, well-being, and social skills)?
Hypothesis 2a. Children with a higher level of gratitude understanding and frequency
will report lower levels of depressive symptoms.
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Hypothesis 2b. Children with a higher level of gratitude understanding and frequency
will have higher levels of well-being, as by a mother-reported positive affect scale.
Hypothesis 2c. Children with a higher level of gratitude understanding and frequency
will have higher social skills (using a composite variable of mother-reported subscales).
Research Question 3
Does parents’ socializing behavior of gratitude directly and indirectly relate to child
outcomes through its effect on children’s gratitude?
Hypothesis 3a. Effective socialization of children’s gratitude is expected to relate to
child outcomes measured through its effect on children’s gratitude.
Research Question 4
Is the proposed mediation model moderated by children’s age?
Hypothesis 4a. The proposed mediation model will be stronger for older children for the
path from the predictor (parent socialization of gratitude) to mediator (children’s understanding
of gratitude) and the mediator to the outcomes (children’s global well-being and social skills).
Method
Participants
A total of 100 mother-child dyads participated in the original study. For the current
project, 95 dyads were included. The remaining 5 dyads were excluded due to missing survey
data, missing video data, or unreliable parent or child data (e.g., one dyad was removed from
analyses due to mothers’ lack of English language proficiency, two dyads were removed for
missing video data, and lastly, two dyads with missing survey data were removed). Participants
were mother-child dyads recruited from the Morgantown area. The children were between the
ages of 7 and 12. Participants’ sociodemographic characteristics reflect the area (e.g., mainly
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white, moderate family income; see Table 1). A power analysis had been conducted using
G*Power (Erdfelder, Faul & Bechner, 1996; Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007) to
calculate the required sample size for the current study, and it suggested that for a multiple
regression analysis, with a significant medium effect (f 2 =.15) at p < .05, that N = 77 would be
sufficient to achieve a power of 80% with a total of 5 predictors. Thus, we have met this
requirement with the 95 dyads.
Procedure
Participants were recruited from small towns located in West Virginia, United States via
the use of flyers, emails, news outlets, and in-person recruitment at community events.
Participants were able to either complete the study in a research laboratory at West Virginia
University (WVU) or in their home. Mothers and children were provided consent and assent
forms to ensure voluntary participation. Mothers and children completed questionnaires
separately. Additionally, the participants took part in two discussion tasks that were video
recorded. For the purposes of the current study, the focus is on the second discussion task that
prompts the mother-child dyads to engage in a five-minute conversation about gratitude.
Families received $30 for their participation.
Measures
Demographics. Mothers completed a demographics questionnaire that examined
participant age, gender, and race/ethnicity. Mothers also answered additional questions regarding
household income, level of education, marital status, partner’s education, and religion. Potential
covariates considered for the current study were children’s gender and age participating in the
study.
Socialization of Gratitude (Appendix A)
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Mothers’ own gratitude. The Positive Events and Responses Survey for Adults
(PEARS-A; Ramsey & Gentzler, 2014) is a modified version of the original measure (PEARS)
that was validated with college students (Gentzler et al., 2015). The PEARS-A uses vignettes to
assess mothers’ hypothetical emotional and behavioral responses to six vignette-based positive
events (two interpersonal events, two achievement-related events, and two pleasant surprises).
An example event is: “You just reached your exercise goal that you have been working toward
for a long time. It was hard work but it was a goal that you really wanted to reach.” Mothers
responded to all six hypothetical events using a 5-point Likert scale (0 = not at all to 4 = very
likely). Using a single item from all six events (“How likely would you be to… be thankful that
this event happened?”), we created a mean score (α = .58) so that higher scores indicated that
mothers reported being more likely to respond to the vignettes being thankful or grateful, tapping
into parental modeling behavior specifically.
Mothers’ encouragement of gratitude (mother-report). The Parents’ Responses to
Children’s Positive Events (PRCPE; Gentzler, Ramsey, & Black, 2015) measure was used to
assess how mothers responded to potential positive events their children might experience. This
particular measure was also created using the original PEARS questionnaire (Gentzler et al.,
2015). Mothers read five hypothetical positive events and were asked to imagine that each
happened to their child. An example event is: “Your child comes home from school and just
found out that he/she received an A in his/her most difficult class in school. Your child has been
working hard for weeks.” Mothers responded to various responses using a 5-point Likert scale (0
= not at all to 4 = very likely). Each gratitude item (e.g., “How likely are you to… encourage
your child to be grateful for his/her good grade?”) across five vignettes were averaged (α = .85),
so that higher scores indicated that mothers reported being more likely to encourage their child to
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be grateful or thankful for the positive events, tapping into parent’s responses to their child’s
positive events and emotions.
Mothers’ encouragement of gratitude (child-report). The Parents’ Responses to
Children’s Positive Events (PRCPE-Y) was used to examine mothers’ responses to children’s’
positive events from the perspective of the child. The PRCPE-Y was adapted from the original
measure and designed for children to complete. However, this measure does not involve the use
of scenarios. The PRCPE-Y instructs children to respond to 11 items in terms of how their
mothers generally would respond to these events. The two scales typically derived from this
measure assess the likelihood of their mother to encourage savoring and dampening responses
(tapping into mother socialization). However, for this study, a single item was examined: “How
likely is your MOTHER to… encourage you to be grateful or thankful for the good event?”.
Children responded to this item using a 5-point Likert scale (0 = not at all to 4 = very likely).
Discussion task coding. For the gratitude discussion, mothers and children were asked to
discuss gratitude for 5 minutes by addressing three prompted topics: 1) children’s opinion on
gratitude, 2) mothers’ opinion on gratitude, and 3) children’s and mothers’ combined view on
whether they feel gratitude enough and ways to increase gratitude. Mothers and children each
answered three questions regarding their opinion on gratitude: 1) What is gratitude? 2) What
does it feel like? and 3) What makes you feel grateful or thankful? In order to measure
socialization of gratitude, existing codes were used in addition to new codes that were developed
and coded to assess socialization of gratitude. Regarding existing gratitude codes, four indices of
gratitude socialization were tapped into regarding gratitude definitions and gratitude examples.
Gratitude definitions. Mothers’ definition of gratitude was considered as a socialization
variable as they were asked to give their own definition of gratitude after their children’s
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definition (see Table 2). Specifically, two variables were created to represent mothers’ definition
of gratitude. First, mothers’ responses to the question “what is gratitude?” were coded using a 7point coding scheme, where higher scores indicated a more advanced understanding of gratitude.
Thus, mothers’ definition was assigned a code based on the most advanced definition (see Table
2) of gratitude provided by mothers. Second, mothers’ definition by examples were also given a
code for the highest level of gratitude example (see Table 3) they provided using the same 7point scale mentioned previously to assess their level of socialization skills. This was based on
their answer to the third question in the prompt asking them what they are grateful for. There was
acceptable interrater reliability for these codes (see Table 2 and 3).
Gratitude examples. Additionally, two numerical counts were also created to examine
examples of gratitude mothers provide (see Table 3). First, the total number of gratitude
examples mothers shared in the video was counted and used as a socialization variable, hereby a
higher number of examples in total represent a better understanding of gratitude. Second, we
examined the amount of “higher-order level” gratitude examples that mothers reported, where
higher numbers of higher-order gratitude examples represent a more advanced understanding of
gratitude, potentially contributing to more “effective” gratitude socialization. Higher-order level
examples of gratitude fall under the category of “Intangible things” (contact the author for
coding development and measures). Specifically, examples of “Intangible things” include
gratitude for a higher power/being, good health, peace, and personal growth. Other types of
commonly provided examples are “People” (e.g., family members, friends, and teachers) and
“Tangible things” (e.g., materialistic objects, accomplishments, birthdays, and pets).
Gratitude global code. Finally, we created a coding scheme for a global code reflecting
mothers’ elaboration of gratitude to examine mother’s socialization of gratitude. Coding was
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completed following the viewing of the videotape based on the overall interaction between
mother and child using a Likert type scale ranging from 1 to 4. Higher scores indicated that
mothers provided substantial insights into the meaning of gratitude and why it is important and
elaborated on the children’s statements about it, whereas lower scores reflect mothers who
offered little to no explanation or elaboration on the concept of gratitude and its importance.
Inter-rater reliability for this global code was high, ICC = .84.
Additional codes. Two additional codes were created but were not used in analyses
(please contact the author for copies of coding development and measures). The first code was
created to tap into how gratitude feels. Participants were asked how gratitude feels like as part of
the discussion task, so answers were written down and stored for future analyses. However, at
least 25% of the sample did not respond to this question and the rest of the responses consisted of
mainly answers such as “happy”, “good”, or “thankful”. Due to a lack of variability in
participants’ answers we did not analyze this code with main study variables. The second code
was created to tap into what gratitude looks like, coding for nonverbal communication in the
form of facial expressions (e.g., smiling, eye contact) and physical expressions (e.g., light tap,
hugging) displayed by participants. When the child or mother was specifically talking about
gratitude pertaining to each other or their family member (mom being grateful for child/family;
child being grateful for mother/family), participants received an individual code every time
participants mentioned and responded to gratitude for each other or family members. These
codes were then averaged to create an overall score for how gratitude looks like. ICC’s were
acceptable for facial expressions when mothers mentioned gratitude = .79, whereas ICC’s were
lower when mothers responded to children’s expression of gratitude = .51. This pattern was
identical for children with ICC’s high for gratitude mention = .91, and lower for gratitude
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responses = .67. This suggests that gratitude may look different and is easier to detect when
individuals state what they are grateful for in comparison to how they look when someone
expresses gratitude for them. However, there was also a lack of variability in the facial and
physical expressions participants displayed and at least 30% of participants did not provide
examples of gratitude for each other or family members as the coding scheme required. Most
participants received either a 0 or a 2 code for facial and physical expression; where 0
represented no visible facial or physical expressions and 2 represented substantial positive
expressions overall. With the limited amount of participant data and lack of variability in
responses, we decided not to use this code in analyses.
Children’s Gratitude (Appendix A)
Children’s own gratitude. The Positive Events and Responses Survey for Youth
(PEARS-Y; Gentzler & Palmer, 2014), was created based on the original PEARS measures
(Gentzler et al., 2015) to assess children’s emotional and behavioral responses to five vignettebased positive events about themselves. An example event is: “You just found out that you
received an A on your report card in your hardest class at school. You had studied a lot and
really hoped you would do well”. A single item was used for the current project: “How likely are
you to… feel grateful or thankful about your grade?”. Children responded to this item using a 5point Likert scale (0 = not at all to 4 = very likely) with moderate internal consistency at α = .58.
The gratitude items were averaged across the five vignettes to create an overall score
representing children’s level of gratitude frequency (tapping into gratitude understanding) by
means of gratitude experience (i.e., feeling grateful).
Discussion task coding. To assess children’s understanding of gratitude, coded variables
from the gratitude discussion task were used. First, children’s definition of gratitude was coded
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as two separate variables to represent understanding of gratitude. This coding process was
identical to that of their mother’s code for definitions of gratitude (see above). Then, we assessed
children’s understanding and frequency of gratitude by counting the number of times children
mentioned something they were grateful for and the number of higher-order or advanced
examples provided by the child specifically. Additionally, we created a global code reflecting
children’s understanding of gratitude (please contact the author for copies of coding schemes).
This coding was completed following the viewing of the videotape based on the overall
interaction between mother and child using a Likert type scale ranging from 1 to 4. Higher scores
for understanding gratitude indicated children have gained a substantial level of understanding
from mothers and they even added to the discussion by providing their own unique or novel
examples/definitions, whereas lower scores reflect children who ignore the topic of gratitude,
seem disengaged and uninterested in discussing gratitude, and/or change the topic of
conversation. Inter-rater reliability for this global code was high, ICC = .897. This global code
taps into the elements of gratitude in a similar fashion to mothers’ global code. Lastly, two
additional codes were created for children to tap into how gratitude feels and looks like,
following the same procedure that blind coders used to assign codes for mothers (see Table 2 and
3). These codes were not used in analyses for the current study due to limited variability in
participant data as discussed earlier regarding coded variables for mothers.
Child Outcomes (Appendix B)
Depressive symptoms. The Center for Epidemiological Studies – Depression Scale
Children (CES-DC; Faulstich et al., 1986; Weissman et al. 1980) is a 20-item measure that was
used to assess children’s levels of current depressive symptoms. Higher scores on the measure
denote increasing levels of depression for children. A cut-off score of 15 was determined to
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indicate clinical levels of depressive symptoms in children and adolescents (Weissman et al.,
1980), however, the scale was used as a continuous variable. Children responded using a 4-point
Likert scale ranging from (0 = not at all to 3 = a lot) with acceptable internal consistency at α =
.80. Example items include: “I wasn’t able to feel happy, even when my family or friends tried
to help me feel better.” and “I felt like I was too tired to do things.”
Positive affect. The Affect Valuation Index (AVI; Tsai & Knutson, 2006) was utilized in
the current study to measure children’s positive affect. For this study, children’s frequency of
moderate-arousal positive affect (positive emotions: happy, content, and satisfied) was
examined. The directions asked mothers to rate how often their children actually experienced
those emotions across a typical week using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from (1 = never to 5 =
all the time) with high internal consistency at α = .84.
Social skills. The Social Skills Improvement System (SSIS; Gresham & Elliot, 2007) is a
79-item measure that examines multiple constructs of social skills in children and adolescents.
For the current study, mothers reported on children’s social skills or strengths for the following
domains: (assertiveness; communication; cooperation; empathy; engagement; responsibility;
self-control; and problem behaviors (e.g., internalizing and externalizing). A composite score
was created and used to assess social skills as a whole. Internal consistency reliabilities for both
social skills and problem behavior scales were acceptable (from α = .78 to α = .91; overall
measure reliability was also acceptable at α = .80). Mothers indicated the frequency with which
their children displayed each social skill and problem behavior in the past two months using a 4point scale (1 = never to 4 = almost always). Some example items include: “Fights with others”,
“Follows rules when playing games with others”, and “Keeps others out of social circles.” To
create the social skills scale based on prior research (Gresham & Elliot, 2007).
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Results
Preliminary Analyses
Data from a total of 95 mother-child dyads were used in the following analyses.
Descriptive statistics for all participants can be found in Table 1. Analyses for the current study
were conducted to evaluate issues of missing data and assumptions of linear regression. All
predictor, mediator, and outcome variables were analyzed for missing data, followed by
univariate, bivariate, and multivariate statistics. We utilized the SPSS program Missing Value
Analysis 7.5, an expectation maximization (EM) technique to examine missing data. Little’s
MCAR test was also conducted, which resulted in a non-significant chi-square value; χ2 =
180.62, df = 169, p = .256, indicating that data was missing completely at random (MCAR).
Missingness was either at or less than 5% for all variables of interest so data for five participants
was removed from further analyses with no imputations made to the data set.
Exploratory data analyses were also run to assess normality, homoscedasticity, and
multicollinearity. After examining the data set, there was no evidence of multicollinearity, as
assessed by Pearson correlation (|r| < 0.9). Additionally, all variables met acceptable guidelines
with tolerance values above .2, VIF values below 10, and the average of the VIF values was not
considerably greater than 1. There were no univariate outliers for any of the main variables, as
assessed by inspection of a boxplot, and no multivariate outliers in the data, as assessed by
Mahalanobis distance (p > .001). Most variables were normally distributed, as assessed by
Shapiro-Wilk's test (p > .05) and there were no Cook’s Distance values above 1. Although a few
key variables (Likert scale definition of gratitude, children’s own gratitude (PEARS-Y),
mothers’ likelihood to encourage gratitude (self-report: PRCPE-A), and mothers’ likelihood to
encourage gratitude (child-report: PRCPE-Y) were not normally distributed, regression analyses
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were still run as this statistical test is fairly robust to non-normality and these variables were only
moderately skewed and kurtotic. Furthermore, square root transformations were made for
skewed variables to see if there was a difference in data findings, however, there were none so
the original data was used. Lastly, there was homoscedasticity, as assessed by visual inspection
of a plot of studentized residuals versus unstandardized predicted values.
A series of preliminary analyses were conducted to identify associations between
demographic variables and main variables of interest (see Table 4 and 5). First, it was found that
mothers’ education and religious importance were associated with mothers’ socialization of
gratitude. Specifically, more educated mothers had more complex definitions of gratitude, higher
levels of gratitude elaboration with their children, and higher levels of own gratitude (see Table
4). Furthermore, the more importance mothers placed on religion, the more they encouraged their
kids to be grateful, and the higher levels of gratitude they had. Furthermore, more educated
mothers reported that their children had higher social skills, communication skills, and lower
levels of problem behaviors (see Table 5). Next, an independent samples t-test revealed a
significant mean difference for child gender for typical positive affect, t(90) = 2.37, p = .020,
whereby mothers reported higher levels of typical positive affect for daughters (N = 42, M =
3.10, SD = .68) as compared to sons (N = 50, M = 2.77, SD = .68). Further independent samples
t-tests revealed a significant gender difference for the total amount of gratitude examples
provided by children, t(92) = 2.33, p = .022, whereby girls (M = 6.53, SD = 3.51) reported more
examples than boys (M = 4.92, SD = 3.21). Thus, we entered gender as a covariate in subsequent
analyses.
Additionally, bivariate correlations within constructs were examined (Tables 6, 7 and 8).
Significant mono-method correlations were present for mothers’ socialization variables for both
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survey and discussion data, however, no cross-methods correlations reached significance.
Similarly, significant mono-method correlations were present for mediator variables (children’s
gratitude understanding), but only with observational data. Regarding outcome variables,
positive affect was positively associated with social skills, and both social skills and
communication were negatively associated with problem behaviors. However, these motherreported scales were not correlated with children-reported depressive symptoms.
An age difference was expected for all outcome variables for children. Significant
correlations between children’s age and key variables include positive associations between the
number of higher-order examples of gratitude given by children, their definition of gratitude
based on a Likert scale, and mother’s own gratitude. Specifically, as children’s age increased the
number of higher-order examples of gratitude provided by children also increased (r = .24) in
addition to the level of sophistication of their definitions of gratitude (r = .22). Additionally, as
children’s age increased the number of depressive symptoms they reported decreased (r = -.23).
Given the correlations with age and because age was expected to moderate paths in mediation
models, child age also was entered in all regression analyses.
Bivariate correlations were assessed among all main independent and dependent variables
and proposed mediators. Only variables showing significant correlations were used in subsequent
mediation and moderated mediation analyses. First, in terms of the predictor variables’
associations with the mediating variables (mother socialization and children’s gratitude),
bivariate correlations indicated that within the discussion task data, the total amount of gratitude
examples mothers provided, the total number of higher-order examples mothers provided, and
mother’s definition of gratitude based on their most advanced gratitude example was positively
significantly correlated with all child corresponding variables (see Table 9). Additionally, the
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total number of gratitude examples mothers provided was also positively significantly correlated
with the total number of advanced gratitude examples children provided and their gratitude
definition based on their most advanced example. Next, mother’s number of advanced gratitude
examples was positively significantly correlated with children’s total number of gratitude
examples and their gratitude definition based on their most advanced example. Finally,
children’s report of mother’s encouragement of gratitude is also significantly correlated with
children’s own report of gratitude. Although both child-report, it suggests that children who
perceive their mothers to encourage gratitude also reported higher levels of gratitude.
Additionally, mother’s elaboration of gratitude (global code) was positively significantly
correlated with children’s understanding of gratitude, indicating that more elaborate discussions
of gratitude are associated with a better of understanding of gratitude by children. Next, mothers’
elaboration of gratitude positively significantly correlated with mothers’ report of children’s
social skills and communication, whereby higher levels of gratitude elaboration were associated
with higher levels of social skills and communication for children (see Table 11). Furthermore,
mother’s elaboration of gratitude was negatively positively correlated with problem behaviors.
Additionally, mothers’ elaboration of gratitude and their own levels of gratitude were
significantly correlated with their reports of children’s social skills, communication, and problem
behaviors, in the same direction as previously mentioned. Finally, mother’s own gratitude was
positively significantly correlated with their report of their children’s social skills.
Finally, in terms of associations between children’s gratitude and outcomes a similar
result was found, whereby higher levels of gratitude understanding (assessed in the discussion
task) were associated with higher levels of social skills and communication for children as
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reported by their mothers (see Table 10). Thus, both children’s social skills overall and
communication skills were used as outcome variables in subsequent models.
Primary Analyses
According to Baron and Kenny (1986), four steps must be met for mediational analysis,
and that a relationship must exist between the predictor variable and the mediator and between
the mediation variable and the outcome variables. However, many contemporary researchers
argue that not all steps are necessary for mediation, but instead serve as a starting point for
examining mediational hypotheses (MacKinnon, Fairchild, & Fritz, 2007). In the current study,
Hayes PROCESS is used to examine indirect effects with the use of bootstrapping techniques
(Shrout & Bolger, 2002) and the Sobel Test (Sobel, 1982). Bootstrapping is a non-parametric
method based on resampling with replacement done numerous times (e.g., 5000), whereas the
Sobel Test is a more conservative method of testing whether the mediator carries the influence of
a predictor to the outcome. Age and gender were entered as covariates in all analyses to account
for any change in outcome variables not associated with main predictor variables. Age was also
examined as a moderator for significant regression analyses. Multiple regression analyses with
all variables entered can be found in Tables 12 and 13.
Regression Analyses
Hypothesis one. To analyze hypothesis one, that maternal socialization of gratitude
would significantly predict children’s gratitude understanding (examining path A in a mediation
model), five multiple regression analyses were conducted. All eight predictors were entered as
independent variables in the model along with child gender and child age to predict each
mediator variable (see Table 12). Regression analyses were conducted separately for each
predictor, however, for the sake of parsimony, findings are reported from analyses including all
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predictors. All models still hold when predictors are entered into the model. The first model with
children’s own gratitude (PEARS-Y) entered as the dependent variable was significant; F (10,
85) = 7.14, p < .001. R2 for the overall model was 43.0% with an adjusted R2 of 37.0%, a
moderate size effect according to Cohen (1988). The analysis showed that although most
variables were not significant predictors of children’s own gratitude (PEARS-Y), child’s report
of mother’s likelihood to encourage gratitude (PRCPE-A) was (Table 12).
In the second model, children’s overall definition of gratitude was entered as the
dependent variable. The full model was marginally significant; F (10, 85) = 1.99, p = .05. R2 for
the overall model was 17.4% with an adjusted R2 of 8.7%, a small size effect according to
Cohen’s rule of thumb. The analysis showed that none of the variables significantly predicted
children’s overall definition of gratitude (see Table 12).
Regarding the third regression model, children’s understanding of gratitude was entered
as the dependent variable. The full model was marginally significant; F (10, 85) = 1.84, p = .073.
R2 for the overall model was 16.3% with an adjusted R2 of 7.4%, also a small effect size. The
analysis shows that although the overall model did not have variables that significantly predicted
children’s understanding of gratitude, mother’s elaboration of gratitude (global code) (β = .36, t=
3.46, p < .001) significantly predicted children’s understanding of gratitude (see Table 12).
In the fourth model, the total number of gratitude examples given by children was entered
as the dependent variable. The full model was statistically significant; F (10, 85) = 2.03, p =
.046. R2 for the overall model was 17.7.0% with an adjusted R2 of 9.0%. The analysis revealed
that variables did not significantly predict the total number of examples given by children (see
Table 12). However, children’s gender was marginally significant (p = .061) in predicting the

29
total number of gratitude examples provided by children, whereby female children provided
more examples of what they were grateful for as compared to male children.
Finally, the fifth model examined the total number of higher-order examples of gratitude
given by children as the dependent variable. The full model was marginally significant; F (10,
85) = 1.89, p = .064. R2 for the overall model was 16.7% with an adjusted R2 of 7.9%, a small
effect size. The analysis revealed that predictors did not significantly predict the total number of
higher-order examples given by children (see Table 12). However, child’s age was marginally
significant (p = .061), whereby older children (ages 10 to 12; M = 2.34, SD = 2.30) provided
more examples of higher-order gratitude (e.g., god, shelter, feeling fortunate, etc.) than younger
participants (M = 1.81, SD = 1.81).
Hypothesis Two. To analyze hypothesis two, four multiple regression analyses were run
to examine whether mediator variables (children’s understanding of gratitude) predicted child
outcome variables (examining path b in a mediation model). All six predictors were entered as
independent variables in the model along with gender and age (see Table 13). A separate model
was run for each dependent variable. The first model, with children’s self-reported depressive
symptoms was entered as the dependent variable was not statistically significant, F (8, 87) =
1.67, p = .127. R2 for the overall model was 11.8% with an adjusted R2 of 4.8%. The analysis
showed that although most of the variables did not significantly predict child’s depressive
symptoms, child gender (β = .22, t = 2.03, p = .045) did, whereby boys (M = .95, SD = .36)
reported more depressive symptoms than girls (M = .79, SD = .39). Additionally, child age was
marginally significant (β = -.22, t = -1.99, p = .05), whereby younger children (M = .92, SD =
.42) reported more depressive symptoms than older children (M = .79, SD = .27).
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In the second model, children’s communication skills was entered as the dependent
variable. The full model was not significant; F (8, 87) = 1.39, p = .221. R2 for the overall model
was 10.0% with an adjusted R2 of 2.8%, a small effect size. The analysis showed that although
none of the variables were significant predictors of children’s communication skills, children’s
understanding of gratitude (global code) (β = .31, t= 2.77, p = .007) was, which indicated that
children who better understand gratitude also have better communication skills (see Table 10).
Regarding the third regression model, children’s problem behaviors was entered as the
dependent variable. The full model was not significant; F (8, 87) = 1.31, p =.26. R2 for the
overall model was 9.5% with an adjusted R2 value of 2.2%, which also indicated a small effect
size. The analysis showed that there were no significant predictors (regarding mediator variables)
of parent-reported child problem behaviors (see Table 13).
Finally, the fourth model examined typical positive affective in children as the dependent
variable. The full model was not significant; F (8, 87) = 1.46, p =.20. R2 for the overall model
was 10.5% with an adjusted R2 of 3.3%. The analysis revealed that there were no significant
predictors (regarding mediator variables) of child typical positive affect (see Table 13).
Mediation Analyses with Child Understanding
Based on significant regression analyses, we performed multiple mediation analyses
using PROCESS model 4 to analyze hypothesis three. Only one mediation model was
significant. Specifically, PROCESS model 4 was used to investigate the hypothesis that
children's understanding of gratitude mediates the effect of mother’s elaboration of gratitude on
children’s social skills. Results indicated that mothers’ elaboration of gratitude was a significant
predictor of children’s understanding of gratitude, b = .43, SE = .12, p < .001, and that children’s
understanding of gratitude was a significant predictor of children’s communication skills, b =
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.96, SE = .47, p = .04. Furthermore, mothers’ elaboration of gratitude was a statistically
significant predictor of children’s communication skills, b = 1.47, SE = .56, p = .01. These
results support the mediational hypothesis. Mothers’ elaboration of gratitude was no longer a
significant predictor of children’s communication skills after controlling for the mediator
(children’s understanding of gratitude), b = 1.06, SE = .59, p = .076, (Figure 1). The indirect
effect, tested using a bootstrap estimation approach with 5000 samples, indicated the indirect
coefficient was significant, b = .42, SE = .23, 95% CI [.06, .96].
Moderated Mediation with Child Understanding and Age
To test hypothesis four to determine if effects were stronger for older children, we used
conditional process modeling to test for moderated mediation as outlined by Hayes (2013) using
the PROCESS macro. Specifically, we tested whether child age moderated the associations
among mother’s elaboration of gratitude (global code), children’s understanding of gratitude
(global code), and children’s communicative social skills (this model corresponds to Model 58 in
Hayes, 2013, which tests for moderation at each path). According to this model, moderated
mediation occurs when either path a (mothers’ socialization method to children’s understanding
of gratitude), and path b (children’s understanding of gratitude to child outcomes) are moderated
(Edwards & Lambert, 2007). The direct path between predictor and outcome is not expected to
be moderated by age since this path is unexplored and considered exploratory in these analyses.
With age as the moderator it was expected that the mediation model would be stronger for older
children. This was expected for all key variables and thus, moderated mediation models were
conducted for all models. Furthermore, models were also run using model 59 (tests for
moderation at path a and path b only), but no differences emerged in findings so results from
model 58 are discussed. However, only significant models are reported here.
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The model predicting children’s understanding of gratitude was significant, F (3, 91) =
4.17, p = .008, R2 = .12. Only mother’s elaboration of gratitude (b = .44, SE = .124, p < .001)
was a significant predictor of children’s understanding of gratitude. Child’s age (b = -.00, SE =
.05, p = .95), and the interaction between mothers’ elaboration of gratitude and child’s age (path
a; b = .03, SE = .09, p = .79) were non-significant. The overall model predicting children’s
communication skills was significant, F (4, 90) = 3.53, p = .01, R2 = .14. However, child’s age
did not significantly moderate the link between children’s understanding of gratitude and
children’s communication skills (path b; b = .51, SE = .31, p = .09). It is important to note
however, that the moderation was marginally significant and in the hypothesized direction.
Specifically, the conditional indirect effects indicated that the association between children’s
understanding of gratitude and children’s communication skills was not significant for younger
participants (one SD below the mean age), b = .09, SE = .26, 95% CI [-.35, .69], but the
association between child gratitude understanding and communication skills was significant for
older participants (one SD above the mean age), b = .78, SE = .42, 95% CI [.13, 1.85].
Discussion
The present study tested multiple hypotheses to examine the association between
mother’s socialization of gratitude, children’s gratitude, and several child outcomes (i.e., wellbeing, depressive symptoms, and social skills). Overall, it was found that numerous predictor,
mediator, and outcome variables were associated. However, only one significant mediation
model emerged, whereby mother’s socialization of gratitude was associated with higher levels of
communication for children through the mechanism of children’s understanding of gratitude.
Only the path from children’s understanding of gratitude to communication was moderated by
age, whereby older children who understood gratitude benefited from higher communication
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skills, indicating that a better understanding of gratitude is more likely to yield significant
associations with positive outcomes. These findings are consistent with the hypothesis of the
current study that states effective socialization of children’s gratitude is expected to relate to
child outcomes measured through its effect on children’s understanding of gratitude. However,
the current study lacked significant findings that connect mother’s socialization of gratitude with
children’s gratitude across reporters (e.g., mother-report predicting child-report) for other main
study variables. Overall, the current study serves as a starting point for research examining
parental socialization methods effective for teaching children about gratitude.
Mothers’ Elaboration of Gratitude and Children’s Gratitude
Prior research has shown that parents play a large role in helping their children
understand both the experience and expression of emotions (Eisenberg et al., 1998; Fredrickson,
1998; Gentzler et al., 2015; Morris et al. 2007; Zahn-Waxler, 2010). However, in relation to the
first hypothesis that mother’s socialization of gratitude would be associated with children’s
gratitude, the results are inconsistent. Specifically, mothers’ socialization of gratitude
significantly predicted children’s own gratitude in response to hypothetical positive vignettes
(PEARS-Y). However, only children’s report of mother’s likelihood to encourage gratitude
(PRCPE-Y) significantly predicted children’s own gratitude (PEARS-Y). Although this finding
indicates maternal socialization is associated with children’s own levels of gratitude, both
measures were completed by children and therefore could stem from children’s perceptions of
their mothers’ socialization behaviors as opposed to actual socialization methods utilized by
mothers. Thus, the results would be more compelling if mothers’ report of their encouragement
of gratitude also predicted children’s own gratitude. In the current study, mother’s socialization
and children’s gratitude were measured in multiple ways including the use of surveys and coded
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qualitative data. However, the gratitude discussion task was not independent for mother and
child and thus, the use of non-independent variables could result in shared method variance as it
was impossible to tease apart the influence of mother’s opinion of gratitude from those of their
children. Potential reporter and method biases in the current study indicate the importance of
ensuring different sources for reporting on key variables. The strength of association between
two constructs may be inflated when these variables are reported by the same person. Thus,
utilizing Structural Equation Modeling with latent variables may help determine the unique
contribution of each construct by teasing apart the method variance from the construct variance.
Furthermore, mothers’ socialization of gratitude marginally predicted children’s overall
definition of gratitude. Although the overall model was marginally significant, mothers’
socialization methods did not individually predict children’s overall definition of gratitude. To
our knowledge no other study has examined parental socialization predicting children’s
definitions of gratitude. Thus, other methods of emotion socialization not specifically examined
in the current study might be better predictors of children’s overall definition of gratitude (e.g.,
recurrent emotion discussion; Eisenberg et al., 1998). Similarly, mothers’ socialization of
gratitude marginally predicted children’s gratitude. Although the overall model was marginally
significant, mother’s elaboration of gratitude (global code) significantly predicted children’s
understanding of gratitude (global code). This finding is vital because it highlights the
importance of parent’s engagement in emotion discussion with their children. Emotion
discussion is a common method of emotion socialization utilized by numerous socialization
agents and aids children in potentially better understanding emotions by conversing about the
emotion itself, what it means, and when it is appropriate to display (Eisenberg et al., 1998). In
the present study, mothers’ elaboration of gratitude tapped into the extent to which mothers
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provided considerable insights into the meaning of gratitude and helped their children think of
gratitude in new ways. Currently, there is a lack of research examining parental socialization of
gratitude, but some researchers suggest parents can help their children understand gratitude by
engaging in conversations with them about the construct (Bono & Froh, 2009) and placing their
children in gratitude-eliciting situations such as family dinners (where children the opportunity to
say thank you for the meal that was created and appreciate the effort it took to create) or
community events, such as volunteering in soup kitchens (Rothenberg et al., 2017).
Furthermore, mothers’ socialization of gratitude did not significantly predict the total
number of gratitude examples given by children. However, the role of children’s gender was
apparent in the full model, indicating a gender difference for the total number of gratitude
examples provided. Specifically, female children provided significantly more examples of what
they were grateful for as compared to male children. This is in line with research that shows
adolescent girls report more gratitude than boys at the trend level (Froh et al., 2009) and that men
are less likely to feel and express gratitude (Kashdan, Mishra, Breen, & Froh, 2009).
Furthermore, research regarding gratitude experience in adults suggests that men may interpret
feelings of gratitude as indebtedness and as a threat to their masculinity and social standing
(Kashdan et al., 2009). Thus, males may be less likely to provide examples of gratitude when
asked to describe what they are grateful for and conceal their gratitude instead of expressing it to
others (Kashdan et al., 2009). However, one study indicates that adolescent boys may gain more
social benefits from gratitude (Froh et al., 2009). Specifically, the association between gratitude
and family support was moderated by gender, whereby boys who reported higher levels of
gratitude also reported receiving higher levels of support from family members. These findings
may potentially be due to the fact that parents engage in less socialization of emotions in general

36
with their sons as compared to their daughters (Froh et al., 2009) and thus, boys benefit socially
more from experiencing gratitude as compared to emotional socialization. This supports the
hypothesis of the current study that although gratitude socialization is important, it is through the
mechanism of gratitude experience and expression that children benefit from gratitude.
Finally, mothers’ socialization of gratitude marginally predicted children’s number of
advanced gratitude examples. However, the full model was marginally significant due to the
impact of children’s age on the number of examples provided. Though age only marginally
predicted differences in the number of examples provided, this correlational trend revealed that
older children provided more examples of higher-order/advanced gratitude (e.g., god, shelter,
feeling fortunate). This finding, although marginally significant, falls in line with previous
research (Gordon et al., 2004) and the hypotheses of the current study that older children have a
better understanding of gratitude.
Several indices of maternal socialization of gratitude did not emerge as significant
predictors of children’s gratitude. Specifically, maternal socialization measures tapping into
modeling (PEARS-A) and maternal responses to children’s gratitude and positive events
(PRCPE) were not associated with any indicators of children’s gratitude. Perhaps it is the
combination of socialization methods that is most effective in helping children understand
gratitude. The global code for the current study represents emotion discussion, but may be
tapping into additional socialization behaviors such as modeling and responding to children’s
own expressions/examples of gratitude. This theory is supported by research that suggests
emotion coaching is one of the most effective and powerful tools to cultivate emotional
understanding in individuals (Gottman et al., 1996; Gus et al., 2015). Emotion coaching includes
an awareness and acceptance of emotions, the discussion of emotions, the validation of feeling
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emotions, and labeling emotions (Gus et al., 2015). Additionally, asking children to discuss how
their parents show gratitude and examine if their responses are consistent with the way that
parents report they show gratitude would be beneficial. Moreover, observational studies in
natural settings would be useful in order to better tap into modeling appreciative behavior.
Mothers’ Gratitude, Children’s Gratitude, and Outcomes
Concerning the second hypothesis of the current study, results were similarly inconsistent
with prior research findings. Multiple regression analyses were conducted to examine whether
children’s gratitude predicted associations in the four child outcome variables (depressive
symptoms, communication skills, problem behaviors, and positive affect). Regarding depressive
symptoms, there were no significant predictors of depressive symptoms in children in terms of
children’s understanding and frequency of gratitude. However, there were both gender and age
differences in levels of depressive symptoms reported by children. Furthermore, when examining
problem behaviors results showed that although there were no significant predictors of problem
behaviors, there was an age difference in levels of problem behaviors reported by mothers.
Regarding positive affect as the outcome, findings showed that there were no significant
predictors of positive affect in children. In the current study, mothers’ report of how often their
children actually felt positive affect over a course of a week was used to represent well-being of
children. It is important to note that children’s actual positive affect was reported by mothers.
Perhaps children should self-report on their own levels of positive affect in future studies incase
parent-report of this variable is not entirely accurate. Research shows that children (especially
boys) may not be entirely forthcoming with feelings of sadness or negativity (Chaplin et al.,
2005) and thus, parents may overestimate the levels of positive affect their children feel or
express. Accurate assessments of children’s well-being are imperative as gratitude has been
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shown in numerous studies to increase subjective well-being for children and adolescents
(Emmons & McCullough 2003; Froh et al., 2009b; Froh et al., 2014; McCullough et al., 2004;
Tian et al., 2014; Wang et al., 2015; Wood et al., 2010). For instance, in one study where
children were randomly assigned to either a control group or a gratitude group (involving
teaching children about gratitude through an awareness of benefit appraisals), the results
indicated the gratitude group increased levels of grateful mood, subjective well-being, and lifesatisfaction (Froh et al., 2014). Additionally, increased levels of gratitude have been also shown
to predict domain-specific (school) well-being in children (Tian et al., 2014). Nonetheless, most
of the literature assessing the link between gratitude and well-being focused on adult samples
and thus, more studies including children and adolescents is necessary.
In terms of overall social skills and communication skills specifically (communication is
one of the subscales of the overall social skills score for children), children’s understanding of
gratitude (global code) significantly predicted higher levels of both social skills and
communication skills in children. Precisely, children who better understood gratitude also had
better social skills overall (communication specifically). These findings are consistent with
literature stating that higher levels of gratitude expression and experience are associated with
better social skills and increased prosocial behavior in children (Bono et al., 2009). However,
considering only communication skills emerged as a significant outcome in this mediation
analysis, it is important to note that directionality is unclear regarding this outcome variable.
Specifically, it is unclear whether children initially had great communication skills to that lead
them to engage in more discussions about gratitude or if an increased understanding of gratitude
as a result of discussing the construct led to better mother-reported communication skills.
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Additional research studies with longitudinal designs are necessary to tease apart directionality
regarding gratitude socialization and child outcomes.
Although not a main hypothesis of the current study, it is important to discuss several
indices of maternal socialization that were not associated with child outcomes. Mothers’
definition of gratitude and number of total and higher-order gratitude examples were not
associated with child outcomes. These codes were created to tap into mothers’ socialization of
gratitude, but because these codes were not typical examples of emotion socialization behaviors
they may not directly relate to child outcomes. In contrast, mothers’ own gratitude (PEARS-A)
and mothers’ encouragement of gratitude (PRCPE) were positively associated with children’s
social skills overall, potentially due to shared method variance (all mother-report surveys).
Moreover, mother’s own gratitude (PEARS-A) was positively associated with children’s
communication and negatively associated with children’s problem behaviors. Again, this may
partly be due to shared method variance. However, these findings are consistent with literature
that shows maternal encouragement of positive emotions lead to fewer externalizing behaviors
for children with lower self-control (Yi, Gentzler, Ramsey, & Root, 2015) and proactive
parenting predicted fewer problem behaviors over time for children (Denham et al., 2000).
Nevertheless, future studies should account for reporter biases and utilize independent sources
for all key study variables.
Putting It All Together: Mediation Analyses and Age as a Moderator
Prior research in the field of gratitude has been restricted to examining the expression and
experience of gratitude as it relates to outcomes in predominantly adult samples. Previous
research has largely overlooked the significance of parental socialization of gratitude. Thus, the
current study investigated if parental socialization of gratitude is associated with child outcomes
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(well-being, depressive symptoms, and social skills) through children’s gratitude. This study also
tested a plausible developmental hypothesis that the previously mentioned model would be
stronger for older kids, as older children may have more time to be socialized and also be able to
understand gratitude at a more advanced level.
One significant mediation model emerged, perhaps the most salient finding of the current
study. Specifically, results indicated that mothers’ elaboration of gratitude during the discussion
significantly predicted children’s understanding of gratitude, and that children’s understanding of
gratitude significantly predicted children’s communication skills. Furthermore, mothers’
elaboration of gratitude significantly predicted children’s communication skills, but dropped to
non-significant after controlling for children’s understanding of gratitude. This finding implies
that parental socialization of gratitude is not necessarily effective if the child doesn’t understand
what gratitude means to its full extent (shown by the positive association between children’s
understanding of gratitude and communication). Furthermore, in the only study currently known
to examine parental socialization methods for gratitude, researchers focused on niche-selection
as a possible strategy (Rothenberg et al., 2017). In their study, results indicated that the link
between parental socialization and child outcomes could partially be explained by providing
opportunities for children to express gratitude (niche-selection). However, Rothenberg and
colleagues also believe that there are additional mediators/factors at play that can explain this
association. This idea is in line with the hypothesis of the current study that the association
between mothers’ socialization and child outcomes is mediated by children’s gratitude. It is also
important to address that communication; a subscale of the general social skills measure was the
only outcome variable that emerged in the mediation model. This is an important finding because
gratitude is strongly linked to social skills and strengthening relationships between individuals.
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Gratitude has been shown to strengthen bonds (often examined with romantic partners) through
the social exchange process between benefactor and beneficiary (Algoe, 2012). Specially, the
find-remind-and-bind theory postulates that gratitude expression helps individuals find new or
remind them of existing partners to bind to and promotes positive appraisals of these
relationships (Algoe, 2012). This theory has long term implications because stronger social skills
early in childhood (e.g., communication) transfer to relationships in adulthood (Algoe, 2012;
Algoe & Haidt, 2009; Algoe, Haidt, & Gable, 2008; Bartlett & DeSteno, 2016).
Only one moderated mediation model was significant in the direction hypothesized for
the current study. Specifically, it was found that mothers’ elaboration of gratitude (during the
discussion task) was significantly positively associated with children’s communication skills
(mother-report) through the mechanism of children’s understanding of gratitude (during the
discussion task). Moreover, the positive association between children’s understanding of
gratitude and their communication skills was significant for older children only (path b).
However, the positive association between mother’s elaboration of socialization and children’s
understanding of gratitude was not moderated by child’s age (path a). This finding is consistent
with research on socialization of emotions with preschoolers, whereby parental intensity of
emotion expressiveness predicted emotion understanding even when controlling for age and
cognitive ability in children (Denham et al., 1994). Perhaps the degree to which mothers teach
their children about gratitude is equally beneficial for children of all ages. However, it is possible
that older children engage in more acts of gratitude and it is not simply the understanding of
gratitude or the number of examples of gratitude provided that matters, but the active experience
of engaging in grateful acts/frequency of gratitude that leads to an increase in communication.
Regarding age, in one study examining gratitude examples provided by children and adolescents
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(ages 7 to 14), findings revealed that younger children were more likely to give examples of
verbal gratitude (e.g., saying thank you), whereas older children gave more examples of
connective gratitude, the most sophisticated type of gratitude (e.g., express gratitude for the wellbeing of others; Wang et al., 2015). Furthermore, studies investigating the efficacy of gratitude
interventions suggest that expressions of gratitude such as actively counting your blessings for
two weeks predicts increased reports of school satisfaction and subjective well-being for
adolescents in sixth and seventh grade (Froh et al., 2008). Taking into account past research and
the findings of the current study, more research is necessary to accurately map out the
developmental trajectory of gratitude in individuals.
Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions
Although the current study is not without its limitations, the weaknesses of this study
provide an opportunity for new research to address these issues and continue to provide relevant
findings in the field of positive psychology. The current study is one of the first to examine
parental socialization of gratitude and thus serves as a starting point for future research. It is
important to note though that the data utilized for analysis was part of a larger study examining
positive emotions in children. This study contained both quantitative and qualitative measures,
which was a strength of the study. The current study has important implications regarding
qualitative data concerning how mothers and children think about and discuss gratitude together.
Future studies can benefit from creating new coding schemes to tap into additional aspects of
gratitude in addition to socialization methods. For example, continuing to explore the facial
expressions associated with gratitude experience and expression, how gratitude feels, and teasing
apart emotional, cognitive, and behavioral aspects of gratitude would be beneficial. The current
study created coding schemes to examine how gratitude looks and feels like and these data
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provide a wealth of qualitative data that future researchers can work with. In the future, children
and parents can be asked to explicitly explain why they might be grateful for the other person. In
light of this, the current study has some weaknesses that are worth mentioning.
The sample size for the current study was adequate according to G*Power calculations.
However, a larger sample would be beneficial in future studies to increase power to detect
potential significant associations that may have been missed in the current study due to low
power (evidenced by the low effect sizes for significant findings). A larger sample size may help
researchers examine moderated effects between mothers’ socialization variables. Perhaps
mother’s own gratitude predicts well-being in children, but only for those who also encourage
their children to be grateful. Similarly, mother’s likelihood to encourage gratitude with their
children (survey data) may predict social skills in children, but is moderated by mother’s
elaboration of gratitude (discussion task). Overall, the sample for the current study was largely
middle class, educated, White individuals, so a more heterogeneous sample is recommended to
examine possible cultural differences in the socialization, experience, and expression of
gratitude. This lack of diversity is important to note because research suggests there are cultural
differences in the way that gratitude is expressed and felt. For example, Wang and colleagues
found that children in collectivistic cultures like China expressed significantly more connective
gratitude (most sophisticated type of gratitude) than individuals in the United States (Wang et al.,
2015). Additionally, people in individualistic cultures such as the United States are known to
more commonly display positive emotions like pride as opposed to collectivistic cultures (Tsai,
Miao, Seppala, Fung, & Yeung, 2007). Nonetheless, as children age, they expressed more
connective gratitude regardless of culture (Wang et al., 2015), suggesting a developmental
trajectory for gratitude.
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Furthermore, because gratitude helps individuals see things in a better light (Lambert et
al., 2012), and that a major component of the emotion is to be content with what you have (i.e.,
grateful), variations in socio-demographic profiles may differentially influence the extent to
which parents find gratitude an important emotion to socialize with their children. In the current
study, household income was not associated with main study variables. However, mothers’
education and religious importance were linked to mothers’ socialization of gratitude. This is in
line with a study using an adult sample showing a clear link between religiosity and gratitude
(Krause, 2006). It is interesting to note though that dispositional gratitude better predicted wellbeing in undergraduate students as compared to religious gratitude specifically (i.e., gratitude
towards a higher-power; Aghababaei & Tabik, 2013). Additionally, considering the number of
children within the household is important because differences exist in the way that parents
socialize their children based on factors such as temperament and the gender of the child.
Consequently, siblings may be socialized differently by their parents. Specifically, research
shows that parents may socialize their children differently based on their temperament, starting
as early as infancy by responding more frequently to babies with an easy temperament (Chess &
Thomas, 1996). In childhood, parents continue to socialize their sons and daughters in an
inconsistent manner, promoting emotions that are in line with societal expectations regarding
cultural norms for emotion expression (Brody, 2000).
Finally, the inclusion of father-child dyads would be advantageous. In a two-parent
household it is inevitable that each parent takes a role in the socialization of emotions so
examining the differences between how mothers and fathers teach their kids about gratitude is
important as it could provide valuable information on how parents differentially affect child
outcomes. The current study analyzed data with mothers only, however, research on emotion
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socialization in general indicates that fathers differentially socialize their children based on
gender, more accepting of girl’s submissive emotions than boys (Chaplin et al., 2005).
Furthermore, research suggests fathers are more likely to engage in gender-specific socialization
as compared to mothers (Chaplin et al., 2005) by encouraging their sons more than daughters to
control their emotions and to stop crying (Eisenberg et al., 1998). Similarly, fathers are more
likely to discuss emotions with their daughters than sons, but boys and men in general discuss
emotions less than girls and women do so this must be taken into consideration as well
(Eisenberg et al., 1998; Chaplin et al., 2005) especially in a one-parent household consisting of
fathers only. These parental differences in socialization methods are important to note because
parents may socialize emotions differently based on common gender differences in emotion
expression of their children (e.g., girls express more sadness than boys and boys express more
anger than girls; Brody, 2000). Moreover, research shows that examining both maternal and
paternal socialization of prosocial development is important as mothers and fathers use different
methods to teach their children about emotions (e.g., fathers are more agentic and instrumental,
whereas mothers are more communal; Hastings, Miller, & Troxel, 2015). Thus, parents may be
socializing prosocial development with their children based on gender norms regarding helping
behavior. This is consistent with literature that states boys and girls may express prosocial
behaviors in different ways, with girls more likely to engage in helping behaviors and scoring
higher on measures of empathy and nurture, while boys engage in helping behaviors that are
more heroic or chivalrous (Hastings et al., 2015). If gratitude socialization follows a similar
trend, the current study measures may not be tapping into ways that boys are taught to express
gratitude. Thus, more research is recommended to explore how parent socialization techniques
differentially influence children based on gender.
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In addition to issues with the sample, there were potential limitations in the current study
with measures potentially not tapping into the socialization of gratitude specifically. Perhaps
some of the example events don’t evoke feelings of gratitude as easily as other events might. For
example, asking mothers how likely they are to encourage their child to be grateful for
“receiving a surprise gift from grandma” may be a more appropriate example as opposed to a
positive event from the PRCPE measure such as “your child earned an A on their exam”. There
is a possibility that parents are less likely to think of gratitude when their child earns an A on an
exam versus their child receiving a gift from grandma. Furthermore, including validated
measures of gratitude such as the Gratitude Questionnaire-6 (McCullough et al., 2002) or the
Gratitude Resentment and Appreciation Test (Thomas & Watkins, 2003) would be useful to
examine levels of dispositional gratitude in participants and whether these measures generalize to
children as well. It is important to keep in mind though, that it is difficult to know what
constitutes the most appropriate measure for these aspects of gratitude as there is limited research
on the socialization of gratitude in children and no current measures known to the author exist
that examine children’s understanding of gratitude.
Much of the initial literature investigating gratitude and children involved the use of
correlational data and cross-sectional study designs (Emmons & McCullough, 2004), whereas
research today has shifted to explore alternative study designs (e.g., experimental). For example,
Froh and colleagues randomly assigned early adolescents (6th and 7th graders) into three different
groups (control, hassles, and gratitude) and found that children in the gratitude group reported
significantly higher levels of life satisfaction, optimism, and less negative affect after counting
blessings in their lives in comparison to the other treatment groups (Froh et al., 2008). This
finding suggests a causal nature for gratitude, but additional empirical work encompassing a
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range of age groups (e.g., middle childhood) is necessary to extend this research. Additionally,
more longitudinal studies are needed to examine the developmental trajectory of gratitude.
Furthermore, it would be beneficial to start research with children as early as possible, especially
around 3 to 4 as this age represents the time when children begin to develop theory of mind
(Layous & Lyubomirsky, 2014). An earlier start to research can aid psychologists in pinpointing
when gratitude can first be fully understood by children and map out the unique way that
gratitude understanding progresses as individuals grow.
Another avenue to explore is the reasons why parents socialize gratitude with their
children. Research shows that depending on who the socialization agent is, the goals of that
individual may vary. Moreover, parental goals regarding emotion expression may vary as a result
of differing emotion norms (e.g., gender roles based on femininity and masculinity of emotions)
across cultures (Brody, 2000; Eisenberg et al., 1998.) However, most researchers agree that a
common goal among parents is to increase the emotional competence of their children (e.g.,
expressing and regulating emotions in a socially acceptable way). Thus, the motivation or intent
behind parental socialization of gratitude could hopefully help determine which socialization
methods are better for certain goals. A possible reason parent’s might socialize gratitude in their
children is to follow social norms and teach children to display good manners in the community.
Additionally, parents may see the socialization of gratitude as a social responsibility to promote
social justice. Specifically, parents may perceive gratitude as a moral virtue and believe that
cultivating gratitude not only helps the self, but society as a whole (Froh et al., 2009; Wang et
al., 2015). However, some parents may believe that expressing gratitude goes beyond good
manners and saying thank you when appropriate. Instead, some parents may conceptualize
gratitude as a deeper understanding and appreciation for what you have and understanding that
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you don’t need to have everything that others do—it’s being content with exactly what you have
in life (Gordon et al., 2004; Halberstadt et al., 2016).
In addition to examining the reasons why parents socialize gratitude, it is equally
important to assess some of the reasons given for why individuals should feel and express
gratitude. As previously stated, there are a multitude of benefits associated with both gratitude
experience and expression; an increase in well-being, increased social skills, and less depressive
symptoms (Froh et al., 2008; Nelson & Lyubomirsky, 2014). Furthermore, being grateful can
alter your perspective on life—help you see a negative situation in a better light (Lambert et al.,
2012). Positive emotions have the ability to broaden and build individuals’ thought-action
repertoire for positive emotions (Fredrickson, 2001). Specifically, increased gratitude experience
may lead to novel ways of thinking and behaving that ultimately lead to new and useful
resources. For example, broaden and build may help individuals build close relationships that
help foster new coping skills that ultimately help reduce depressive symptoms. Alternatively,
parents may encourage different aspects of gratitude (e.g., cognitive or emotional components)
depending on their reason for socializing this emotion and thus, broaden and build may look
different across families and cultures. Perhaps religious reasons to socialize gratitude fosters
social interaction and closeness in the form of group prayer and counting blessings whereas
socialization of gratitude to follow social norms is displayed through actions of respect at the
dinner table or giving thanks for Christmas presents. Moreover, gratitude also promotes
forgiveness (Breen, Kashdan, Lenser, & Fincham, 2010) and strengthens relationships (Algoe et
al., 2010; Algoe et al., 2013). Additional reasons people might want to feel or express gratitude
include social norms and religion. Specifically, social convention (values of the family
household/rules of etiquette) may be a driving force of gratitude expression along with
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obligations or commandments of a religious belief (Aghababaei & Tabik, 2013). However, not
all reasons for gratitude experience or expression align with the definition of gratitude presented
by the current study. Specifically, many researchers agree that the expression of gratitude solely
for prudential reasons (to benefit yourself) is not actually an act of “genuine” gratitude
(McCullough et al., 2004), even though in some instances the same expressions of gratitude may
be seen for different gratitude socialization goals. Consequently, more research is essential to
better understand the many facets of gratitude and how the reasons for gratitude socialization are
linked to expressions of gratitude considering individual and cultural differences. These
differences may pinpoint certain aspects of gratitude interventions that may be tailored to
specific families, and cultures.
Because examining the socialization of gratitude in children is novel, considering the
larger relational system of socialization and additional outcome variables may also be beneficial.
Specifically, researchers should explore whether the socialization of gratitude is a distinct
process or whether it overlaps with other constructs such as parental warmth or attachment, and
the role of attachment security as a predictor of gratitude (Dwiwardani et al., 2014). This is vital
to consider because parent’s role in these constructs also serves to promote kindness and helping
behaviors in children (Gross, Stern, Brett, & Cassidy, 2017). Perhaps examining these broader
constructs in future studies could explain null findings by illuminating other factors at play not
captured by the current study (e.g., prosocial behaviors). Moreover, this may help researchers
develop appropriate measures to assess gratitude and potential outcomes in children. This is
important to note because studies report that both elementary students (Tian et al., 2015) and
college students (Bartlett & DeSteno, 2006; McCullough et al., 2002) with higher levels of
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gratitude also report engaging in higher levels of prosocial behaviors. Thus, additional outcome
variables such as prosocial development should be examined in future studies.
Future studies would also benefit from examining how socialization variables for
gratitude may interact to differentially influence child outcomes. It is possible certain indices of
maternal socialization of gratitude predict child outcomes, but only for mothers who are also
higher in warmth. Alternatively, mother’s own gratitude (tapping into modeling) may predict
child outcomes, but only for mothers who also reported higher levels of other indices of gratitude
socialization such as mothers ‘encouragement of gratitude or mothers’ accurate definitions of
gratitude. Furthermore, the social interaction between children and their parents may change
depending on the domain in which socialization occurs (Grusec & Davidov, 2015). Within the
reciprocity domain of socialization, parents and their children interact in situations where
reciprocity is encouraged and cultivated (i.e., sharing toys and joy during play time), whereas the
protection domain encourages socialization in situations that involve threat, which may not foster
acts of gratitude as easily or may foster different examples of gratitude expression (Grusec &
Davidov, 2015). For example, the protection domain may result in perspective taking and feeling
fortunate as others may be experiencing more serious threatening situations. Thus, tapping into
domain-specific socialization (the reciprocity domain specifically) is recommended in future
studies to examine situations appropriate for gratitude expression and experience.
The current study focused on identifying effective socialization methods parents can
utilize to teach their children about gratitude. However, “effective” socialization is not defined
within the gratitude literature. Individual differences based on culture or personal beliefs might
exists regarding the way that effective socialization is conceptualized by parents. Effective
socialization may be defined by the successful achievement of aims set forth by parents for their
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children. Although we know that the socialization of emotions is important for helping children
gain the skills to effectively regulate their emotions (Denham, 1997; Rothenberg et al., 2017), the
aims of socialization may still differ across cultures and different groups of people. Considering
these findings in combination with the implications of the current study, multiple mechanisms
may be at play in connecting parent gratitude and child outcomes. The current study suggests this
link is due to children’s gratitude, and not only the understanding of gratitude, but the frequency
and expression of children’s gratitude that may specifically connect these variables.
Consequently, research examining gratitude socialization and the cultivation of gratitude as early
as childhood is imperative. The current study serves as a starting point for examining potential
methods of gratitude socialization that could provide evidence for “effective” socialization of
gratitude in the future.
In conclusion, the current study offers new insights into the methods of emotion
socialization that may be appropriate for helping children better understand the construct of
gratitude. The findings of the current study highlight the significance of not only maternal
socialization of gratitude, but the important role children’s understanding and frequency of
gratitude plays in the association between children’s gratitude and positive outcomes. Thus, the
results of the study have implications for not only parents, but for the continued implementation
of gratitude interventions in schools. This is important, because research shows gratitude
interventions such as the “gratitude visit” intervention or writing ‘thank you’ letters are
advantageous for children as they increase levels of subjective well-being, quality of peer
friendships, and academic achievement (Bono & Froh, 2009). These interventions should be
implemented early in youth because research shows not only children benefit greatly from
gratitude, but future benefactors involved in the social exchange process of gratitude, indicating
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that a cycle of gratitude exists to enhance multiple lives at one time (Froh et al., 2009a). Because
the current study is novel in nature, future studies that continue to examine the socialization of
gratitude in children can help move science forward.
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Table 1
Descriptive Statistics for Mom and Child Demographic Information
Variables
Frequency (%)
Mean (SD)
Female
44 (45.4)
1.55 (.50)
Child Gender
Male
53 (54.6)
Younger (ages 7 to 9)
63 (64.9)
8.79 (1.41)
Child Age
Older (ages 10 to 12)
34 (35.1)
Married, living with
76 (80.9)
1.51 (1.09)
Mother
Marital Status partner
Married, but
2 (2.1)
separated
Not married, but
2 (2.1)
living with partner
Not married, and not
14 (14.9)
living with partner
Up to $39,999
19 (19.4)
7.98 (3.13)
Income
$40,000 to $79,999
29 (30.2)
$80,000 to $149,999
40 (43.0)
Over $150,000
7 (7.5)
th
11
grade
completed
25
(25.5)
10.09 (2.16)
Education
to 3 years of college
Graduate from 4-year
39 (41.5)
college to some grad.
school
Master’s degree or 219 (19.1)
3-year grad program
M.D. or Ph.D.
13 (13.8)
88 (90.7)
.09 (.29)
Mom Ethnicity White
Other
9 (9.3)
Catholic
20 (23.5)
2.58 (2.31)
Religion
Protestant
54 (63.5)
Agnostic
8 (9.4)
Other
3 (3.6)
1 (Not at all)- 2
15 (16.0)
5.17 (2.00)
Religious
Importance
3-4 (Somewhat)
18 (19.2)
5-6
27 (27.6)
7 (Very Important)
36 (37.2)
Note.

1

Table 2
Coding Scheme for Mothers’ and Children’s Gratitude Definitions and Examples
Definition

1

Don’t know/wrong answer

2

Good feeling (glad/happy) or
just being thankful/grateful
Glad/happy for material items

3
4
5

Thankful for specific activities
or things that people do
Thankful for specific people for
unspecified reasons or for love

6

Thankful for one
advanced/abstract thing

7

Thankful for two or more
advanced/abstract things

Parent and Child Examples

“I don’t know what gratitude means.”
(a child)
“It means being thankful and it’s a
happy feeling.” (a mother)
“I am thankful for my toys, and that I
have my own room.” (a child)
“I am thankful that we got to go to
Disney World as a family.” (a child)
“I am thankful for my sissy and my
mom and my dad and my teachers.” (a
child)
“Being grateful is appreciating what
you have and not wanting more.” (a
mother)
“I am thankful for God, and that we
have a house and food to eat.” (a child)
M (SD)
Kappa

Mothers
%
%
Classified: Classified:
Definition
Sources
1.1%
0%

Children
%
%
Classified: Classified:
Definition
Sources
49.5%
2.1%

20%

0%

20%

0%

25.3%

1.1%

13.7%

17.9%

16.8%

6.3%

4.2%

7.4%

14.7%

23.2%

6.3%

30.5%

16.8%

24.2%

3.2%

17.9%

5.3%

45.3%

3.2%

24.2%

3.96 (1.57)
.86
(N = 22)

6.06 (1.02)
.88
(N = 22)

2.20 (1.63)
.84
(N = 16)

5.15 (1.51)
.83
(N = 20)
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Table 3
Mothers’ and Children’s Gratitude Examples
Category

Category Examples

People

Family members, relatives, peers,
friends, teachers, heroes and role
models, relationships, people in
general

Material Items

Materialistic possessions

Religion

Praying, counting your blessings,
going to church, and
religion/spirituality

Advanced/Abstract
Things

Basic necessities, shelter, good
health for self or others, safety,
freedom, feeling lucky or fortune,
beauty of natural world, altruism,
personal growth

Total Sources

All of the above

Parent and Child
Examples
“Having gratitude is a being
thankful for family, for
nana and papa.” (a mother)

Parent
M (SD)
2.06 (1.77)

Parent
Range
0–8

Child
M (SD)
1.73 (1.50)

Child
Range
0–6

Reliability
(ICC)
.86 – .96

“I am grateful that you
bought me video games.” (a
child)
“We could show gratitude
by praying more.” (a child)

.28 (.59)

0–3

.95 (1.10)

0–5

.66 – .84

.27 (.70)

0–5

.12 (.44)

0–3

.75 – .84

“I am grateful that I have
healthy kids and smart kids
and that we have a roof
over our heads.” (a mother)
“I think we are lucky for
what we have.” (a child)

3.10 (2.09)

0–11

2.02 (2.02)

0–8

-.05* – .88

5.71 (3.11)

0–14

4.78 (3.11)

0–15

N/A

Note. *Low ICC is due to a very small N for a particular example category.

1

Table 4
Correlations between key study variables and participant socio-demographic variables
Mother
Mother
Household
Religious
Variables
Age
Education
Income
Importance
r
r
r
r
Child Understanding of Gratitude: Survey Data
Child own gratitude
-.03
.08
.14
-.05
(PEARS-Y)
Child Understanding of Gratitude: Observation Data
Examples: total
.05
-.09
-.00
.11
number
Examples: higher
.06
-.13
.07
.16
order #
Gratitude definition:
-.11
-.05
.15
.07
Likert
Gratitude definition
-.14
-.14
-.12
.06
by examples: Likert
Understanding
-.04
-.02
-.00
.09
Global Code
Mother Socialization: Observation Data
Gratitude definition:
.03
.06
.07
.10
Likert
Examples: total
-.08
.05
.03
.08
number
Examples: higher
.02
.14
-.06
.15
order #
Gratitude definition
.04
.06
.16
.21*
by examples: Likert
Elaboration global
-.04
.10
.03
.31**
code
Mother Socialization: Survey Data
Mother’s own
.10
.07
.15
.35**
gratitude (PEARS-A)
Mother encourage
-.04
-.32**
.25*
.28**
child (mother report:
PRCPE-A)
Mother encourage
-.14
-.01
.06
.00
child (youth report:
PRCPE-Y)
Note. * p < .05. ** p < .01.
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Table 5
Correlations between Mediator Variables (Children’s Gratitude) and Child Outcomes
Mother
Mother
Household
Religious
Variables
Age
Education
Income
Importance
r
r
r
r
Depressive Symptoms
-.05
-.14
-.06
-.30**
Positive Affect
.02
.11
.08
.17
Social Skills Total
-.17
.15
.01
.24*
Communication
-.12
.15
.00
.22*
Problem Behaviors
.08
-.19
.06
-.23*
Note. * p < .05. ** p < .01.
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Table 6
Correlations between IVs (Mom Socialization)
Variables
1.
2.
r
r
Mother Socialization: Observation Data
1. Gratitude definition:
--.02
Likert
2. Examples: total
-number
3. Examples: higher
order #
4. Gratitude definition
by examples: Likert
5. Elaboration global
code
Mother Socialization: Survey Data
6. Mother own
gratitude (PEARS-A)
7. Mother encourage
child (mother report:
PRCPE-A)
8. Mother encourage
child (youth report:
PRCPE-Y)
Note. * p < .05. ** p < .01.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

r

r

r

r

r

r

-.03

.18

-.03

-.02

-.04

.08

.74**

.47**

-.01

.16

.06

.18

--

.60**

-.04

.15

.07

.16

--

.09

.12

.02

.12

--

.16

.13

-.09

--

.35**

.08

--

.18

--
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Table 7
Correlations between Mediators (Children’s Gratitude)
Variables
1.
2.
3.

4.

r
r
r
r
Child Understanding of Gratitude: Observation Data
1. Examples: total
-.74**
.08
.42**
number
2. Examples: higher
-.09
.52**
order #
3. Gratitude definition:
-.27*
Likert
4. Gratitude definition
-by examples: Likert
5. Understanding
Global Code
Child Understanding of Gratitude: Survey Data
6. Child own gratitude
(PEARS-Y)
Note. * p < .05. ** p < .01.

5.

6.

r

r

.37**

-.05

.32**

-.12

.36**

.08

.37**

-.03

--

-.01

--
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Table 8
Correlations between Child Outcome Variables
Variables
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
r
r
r
r
r
1. Depressive Symptoms
-.14
.14
.02
.12
2. Positive Affect
-.15
-.08
.34**
3. Social Skills
---.59**
4. Communication
--.47**
5. Problem Behaviors
-Note. * p < .05. ** p < .01. Communication is a subscale of Social Skills and thus,
their correlation is not reported here.
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Table 9
Correlations between IVs (Mom Socialization) and Mediators (Children’s Gratitude)
Child
Child
Child
Child
Child
Variables
report of examples gratitude
gratitude
understanding
gratitude of grat.:
examples: examples: global code
(PEARS- Likert
total
higher
Y)
scale
number
order

Child
definition of
grat.: Likert
scale

r
r
r
r
r
r
Mother Socialization: Observation Data
Gratitude definition: Likert
.04
-.16
-.14
-.10
-.14
.08
Examples: total number
.04
.12
.10
.29**
.33**
.27**
Examples: higher order #
.02
.10
.10
.32**
.34**
.31**
Gratitude definition by
-.06
.16
.18
.10
.00
.25*
examples: Likert
Elaboration global code
-.06
.17
.13
.19
.35**
.02
Mother Socialization: Survey Data
Mother own gratitude
.06
-.04
.12
.03
.04
.00
(PEARS-A)
Mother encourage child
.10
.13
-.02
.09
.02
.13
(mother report: PRCPE-A)
Mother encourage child
.64**
.11
.08
.12
-.03
-.06
(youth report: PRCPE-Y)
M
3.59
5.15
5.64
2.02
2.24
2.28
SD
0.49
1.51
3.43
2.02
0.72
1.62
Range
0-4
1-7
0 - 16
0-7
1-4
1–7
Note. * p < .05. ** p < .01. PEARS-A = Positive Events and Responses Survey – Adult Report, and PEARSY = Positive Events and Responses Survey – Child Report. PRCPE = Parent Responses to Child Positive
Events; PRCPE is parent-reported and PRCPE-Y is youth-reported. N = 95.
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Table 10
Correlations between Mediator Variables (Children’s Gratitude) and Child Outcomes
Depressive
Positive
Social Skills Communication Problem
Variables
Symptoms
Affect
Total
Behaviors
r
r
r
r
r
Child Understanding of Gratitude: Survey Data
Child own
.07
.09
.15
.06
-.02
gratitude
(PEARS-Y)
Child Understanding of Gratitude: Observation Data
Examples: total
-.06
.16
.01
.00
-.12
number
Examples: higher
-.11
.02
.08
.07
-.15
order #
Gratitude
definition: Likert
Gratitude
.02
.08
.14
.10
-.16
definition by
examples: Likert
Understanding
.04
.17
-.10
.23*
.28**
Global Code
M
3.59
5.15
96.46
16.07
2.02
SD
0.49
1.51
17.59
3.22
2.02
Range
.3 – 2.2
1.5 – 4.3
37 - 132
7 - 21
3 - 51
Note. * p < .05. ** p < .01.
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Table 11
Correlations between IVs (Mom Socialization) and Child Outcomes
Depressive Positive Social
Problem
Variables
Symptoms Affect
Skills Communication Behaviors
Total
r
r
r
r
r
Mother Socialization: Observation Data
Gratitude
-.08
-.07
.06
.07
.05
definition:
Likert
Examples:
.06
.13
.06
-.00
-.07
total number
Examples:
.02
.13
.06
.02
-.10
higher order #
Gratitude
.01
.13
.12
.09
-.01
definition by
examples:
Likert
Elaboration
-.08
.01
.33**
.26*
-.33**
global code
Mother Socialization: Survey Data
Mother own
-.09
.10
.38**
.23*
-.34**
gratitude
(PEARS-A)
Mother
.18
.20
.08
-.13
.24*
encourage
child (mother
report:
PRCPE-A)
Mother
.10
.08
.20
.08
-.05
encourage
child (youth
report:
PRCPE-Y)
Note. * p < .05. ** p < .01.

M
(SD)

Range

r

r

4.02
(1.56)

1–7

6.69
(3.58)
3.10
(2.09)
6.06
(1.02)

0 – 16

2.75
(.60)

2–4

4.38
(0.50)

1–5

4.17
(0.88)

1–5

3.49
(0.82)

1–4

0–7
3–7
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Table 12
Regression Analyses Examining Mom Socialization Variables Predicting Children’s Gratitude
(Mediator Variables) using Standardized Betas
Dependent Variables
Child
Gratitude Examples: Examples: Child
Gratitude
Variables
own
definition
total
higher
understanding definition:
gratitude (examples):
number
order #
global code
Likert
(PEARSLikert
scale
Y)
Gratitude
.03
-.15
-.10
-.13
-.11
.11
definition:
Likert
Examples:
-.05
.20
.25
.06
.15
.27+
total number
Examples:
.04
-.02
-.04
.00
.06
.05
higher order
#
Gratitude
-.14
.19
.07
.02
.05
-.13
definition
(examples):
Likert
Elaboration
.02
.08
-.03
.04
.00
.36**
global code
Mother own
.04
.06
.06
.06
-.04
-.11
gratitude
(PEARS-A)
Mother
-.03
.07
.04
.05
-.03
.15
encourage
child
(mother
report:
PRCPE-A)
Mother
-.07
.09
.01
.01
-.07
.67**
encourage
child (youth
report:
PRCPE-Y)
-.09
-.14
-.05
-.13
-.14
-.21+
Gender
Age
F-statistic
df
R2

-.01

.06

-.02

.24*

.01

.22+

6.39***
(10, 84)
.43

1.98*
(10, 84)
.19

1.79+
(10, 84)
.18

1.67
(10, 84)
.07

1.77+
(10, 84)
.17

1.20
(10, 84)
.13

Note. + p < .08. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.
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Table 13
Regression Analyses Examining Children’s Gratitude Predicting Child Outcomes using
Standardized Betas
Dependent Variables
Depressive Positive
Social Communication
Problem
Variables
Symptoms
Affect
Skills
Behaviors
Total
Gratitude
definition:
Likert
Examples:
total number
Examples:
higher order #
Gratitude
definition by
examples:
Likert
Understanding
Global Code
Child own
gratitude
(PEARS-Y)
Gender
Age
F-statistic
df
R2

-.04

-.11

-.02

.05

.03

-.02

.25

-.21

-.20

-.03

-.10

-.26

.15

.12

-.02

.13

.05

.09

.02

-.08

.09

.16

.25*

.30*

-.03

.06

.09

.17

.06

-.05

.21+

-.18

.03

.02

.17

-.21+

.09

-.04

-.02

-.20

1.46
(8, 86)
.12

1.40
(8, 86)
.12

1.24
(8, 86)
.10

1.22
(8, 86)
.10

1.14
(8, 86)
.10

Note. + p < .07. * p < .05. ** p < .01.
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Figure 1. Testing the hypothesis that mom’s elaboration of gratitude is associated with child
communication skills through children’s gratitude (presented via standardized beta values).
Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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